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Books and collector fuse into a disorderly jumble of mind and matter. The idea of ownership is ambiguous here: inside him there are spirits, little genii, which have seen to it that for a collector -and I mean a real collector, a collector as he ought to be -ownership is the most intimate relationship that one can have to objects. Not that they come alive in him; it is he who lives in them.
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Benjamin identifies a close, even fetishist relationship between books and readers, between material object and the mind, yet this connection is potentially deeply troubling. This is demonstrated in an incisive passage early on in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby (1925) , in which the protagonist is first exposed as a fraud. When the narrator, Nick Carraway, enters Gatsby's impressive, mock-Gothic library, 'panelled with English oak, probably transported from some ruin overseas', a 'stout, middle aged man with enormous owl-eyed spectacles' tells Carraway that, to his surprise, the books are 'real'. An implicit point made here is that Gatsby has not actually read any of these books. We realise that Gatsby's tales about his days as a sophisticated Oxford man, of which the library is a (false) reminder, are just a few of many fabrications. Yet, just as in Benjamin, this again suggests that there exists a direct relationship between a library's content and our personal history, knowledge and identity. Gatsby's supposed past is represented by, and his knowledge expressed through, his books; the library is Gatsby's projection of himself, a bookworm boring his way through endless shelves of knowledge. The drunk, owlish man is not fooled, however: as the reference to theatre impresario, actor and director David Belasco suggests, he already understands that 'Gatsby' is Jay Gatz's greatest performance; he has created an elaborate stage set that allows him to project a more glamorous, wise version of himself. This uneasy relationship between physical books and readers deserves renewed investigation in the early twenty-first century, when we are posthuman, the validity of the humanities is questioned and the ethics of reading are back on the agenda.
One major problem of the reduced status of a drastically disempowered humanities and the apparent loss of authority of humanism as an ideology that features critical reading as a key skill. Various books have comes out to defend the humanities, and Peter Brooks and Hilary Jewett's The Humanities and Public Life (2014) make a strong case for the ethics of reading. Brooks states: 'The ability to read critically the messages that society, politics and culture bombard us with is, more than ever, needed training in a society in which the manipulation of our minds and hearts is increasingly what the world is all about'. 5 Drawing on research by Steven Pinker, Elaine Scarry argues that there is a clear link between growing levels of literacy and lessening levels of violence in society -and that the novel form has a clear role to play in this process, by stimulating empathy, a social conscience and a sense of justice through acts of reading. She also notes that novels are cognitive machines that allow us to keep a sense of a coherent, unified self -and memory has a key role to play in immersive oneself into imagined worlds. Scarry calls this the 'honeycombed pliancy within one's thought and spirit' and claims that 'literature -centuries of literature -has created it, or at least enabled it to remain intact even after we are old enough to have become "completed" persons'. 6 We are currently living through a period when, with the many forms of electronic reading taking off in a significant manner (from reading on our computer screens to e-readers such as Amazon's Kindle), our bookshelves no longer contain everything we've read. This digital turn potentially creates a de-stabilising rupture in the already fraught, complex relationship between the materiality containing (or referring to) our knowledge, and our identity. We feel less 'complete'.
Today's technologies are thought to scatter our minds. Critics are warning against the onslaught of the digital on the material, especially when it comes
